Faecal sampling underestimates the actual prevalence of Salmonella in laying hen flocks.
In all European Union member states, Salmonella monitoring in poultry flocks is obligatory. In these monitoring programmes, a limited number of pooled faeces and/or dust samples are collected to determine whether Salmonella is present in the flocks or not. Whether these limited sampling protocols are sufficiently sensitive to detect expected low within-flock prevalences of an intermittently shed pathogen is not yet clear. In this study, a comparison is made between different sampling procedures for the assessment of the between- and within-flock prevalence of Salmonella in laying hens. In total, 19 farms were sampled. Using a comparable sampling methodology as in the official surveillance programmes, Salmonella could not be detected in any of the flocks. After transportation of the hens to the laboratory and subsequent analysis of cloacal swabs and caecal contents, Salmonella Enteritidis was detected in laying hens from five of 19 farms. The observed within-flock prevalence ranged from 1% to 14%. Based on the results of this study, it can be expected that, depending on the sampling procedure, different estimates of the prevalence of Salmonella can be obtained and the proportion of Salmonella infected flocks is underestimated based on the results of the official monitoring programme.